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WHEN IS THE POPE INFALLIBLE 1 

BY THE EEV. 8. M. BEANDI, 8. J. 



The infallibility of the Pope has always been the main point 
of controvei'sy between Catholics and Protestants. Prom the 
Augsburg confession of faith in 1550 to the framing of the arti- 
cles of religion by the Eeformed Episcopal church in 1875, there 
has scarcely been a Protestant evangelical creed formulated, in 
which this infallibility has not been in a greater or less degree 
explicitly denied. On the other hand, Catholics have never 
ceased proclaiming it. Such has been the case at all times, but 
especially since 1870, when the Pope's infallibility was solemnly 
defined by the Vatican Council. 

Numerous statements of the meaning and philosophy of this 
doctrine, written by its friends and by its foes, have not been 
wanting ; yet something seems to have been overlooked. There 
are many persons who dislike controversy. They have a strong 
sense of justice and fair play, and, rightly or wrongly, they wish 
to judge for themselves. What these readers want is a clear and 
unvarnished exposition of the doctrine in question ; above all, 
in this subject-matter, they want something of which they can 
take hold, viz., a definite statement of some recent concrete papal 
utterances, to which that doctrine applies. 

Papal infallibility is defined, by Catholic theologians, to be a 
supernatural assistance of the Holy Ghost, whereby the Pope, as 
head of the whole church, is preserved free from error, whenever 
he defines a doctrine that belongs to faith or morals. Hence the 
reader will easily understand that, in Catholic theology, an in- 
fallible Pope does not mean one gifted with inspiration, or com- 
missioned to reveal to the Catholic world new dogmas. The gift of 
inspiration is chiefly positive, whilst the gift of infallibility is 
negative ; infallibility is only an assistance securing the Pope 
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from the possibility of declaring error to be truth, and truth 
error. Moreover, all Catholic theologians agree in denying the 
existence of any new Catholic revelation after the times of the 
Apostles. The special assistance of the Holy Ghost is given to 
the Pope for the only purpose of preserving, explaining, and de- 
fending the revelation already made to, and through, the 
Apostles. 

Nor does an infallible Pope mean one who is confirmed in the 
happy state of sanctifying grace, and who, therefore, is sinless, 
or canuot sin. Impeccability and infallibility are two gifts en- 
tirely distinct. Impeccability is a gift of the will, infallibility is 
a gift of the understanding ; impeccability implies a permanent 
gift that makes the receiver agreeable to God, and is given chiefly 
for the good of the person that receives it ; while infallibility is 
a transitory gift, gratuitously given for the good of the universal 
church, and only then when the Pope, as its supreme Doctor, is 
teaching the church. 

Hence an infallible Pope cannot be said to be one who can 
never err in his private conversation or teachings ; or who can- 
not make any mistake in politics, government, etc. For the gift 
of infallibility, as held by Catholics, belongs to the Pope only in 
his official capacity, as supreme teacher of the church, and only 
when, in virtue of his Apostolic power, he defines a doctrine that 
belongs to faith or morals. This and no other is the subject- 
matter of the Pope's infallible teaching. 

This last point is the most important and deserves a little 
more attention. A doctrine may belong to faith in two different 
ways, viz. : 1, directly, if it be a revealed truth ; and 2, indirectly, 
if it be a truth not revealed, but one which is in contact with 
revelation, and is necessary for the custody, exposition, develop- 
ment and defence of the latter. Such are, e. g., certain philo- 
sophical doctrines about God, or the soul of man, or society, or 
man's rights and duties, etc. ; also some facts which, because of 
their intimate connection with a dogmatic truth, are called " dog- 
matic facts." By the unanimous teaching of all Catholic theo- 
logians, these facts as well as the revealed truths are within the 
sphere of the Pope's infallible teaching. 

A misconception is possible here. Every truth belonging to 
faith or morals may be infallibly defined by the Pope ; but from 
this it does not follow that every truth infallibly defined by the 
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Pope is a dogma of the Catholic faith, and, therefore, to be 
believed with a divine and Catholic faith. To be a dogma of 
Catholic faith, a doctriae must be a truth revealed by God, which 
the Pope defines to be such. If the doctrine or fact defined be 
not a revealed truth, then, although it too must be unhesitatingly 
believed, it is so believed only with an ecclesiastical faith, that is 
to say, with a faith that has for its motive " the authority of 
God's Church defining/' not of God Himself directly revealing. 

These few remarks being clearly understood it will not be very 
difficult to understand the Catholic answer to the question: 
" When does the Pope speak infallibly ?" The Pope speaks in- 
fallibly (or, as it is also said, ex cathedra) when all the conditions 
required by the declaration of the Vatican Council are verified. 
These conditions are four in number ; and it is the fulfilment of 
these conditions that constitutes the standard or criterion 
whereby the reader may with all certainty and security discrimi- 
nate between a concrete papal utterance, to which infallibility 
belongs, and another to which such a character is not attached. 

The conditions are: 1. The Pope, as already explained, must 
speak as Pope, i. e., as head of the Church. It matters not 
whether his utterance be by word of mouth or by writing; and, if 
written, whether it be found in an encyclical, or constitution, or 
syllabns, or apostolic letter, etc. Hence, if in reading, e. g., one 
of the Pope's encyclicals I find the Pope therein expressly stating 
that he speaks " in virtue of the apostolic power given to him," 
there can be no doubt that the first condition required for an in- 
fallible utterance is therein verified. 2. The Pope must speak 
for the whole Church; it makes no difference whether he speaks 
to one bisli )p or to one diocese. Hence, if it be clear that the 
Pope, in the document 1 am perusing, addresses himself "to the 
whole Catholic world," or, while addressing himself to some par- 
ticular bishop or church, speaks so " that all may know what it 
is that every Catholic is bound to hold, retain and profess," then 
it is made clear that the second condition also is verified. 3. The 
Pope must define the doctrine ; that is, he must pass a final judg- 
ment, giving sufficient indication of his intention to oblige the 
interior assent of Catholics. Should he not do that, but leave 
the question unsettled, or merely state what seems (videtur) to 
him to be more likely, his utterance would not be such as to claim 
infallibility. Finally, 4. The doctrine thus defined by the Pope 
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must be one which is contained within the sphere of the subject- 
matter of infallibility; it must be a truth belonging to faith or 
morality, in either of the ways above explained. 

It would, therefore, be a perversion of the Vatican declaration 
to hold as infallible every act of the Pope, and every expression 
which he may ever have uttered. The definition of the Vatican 
Council extends solely to those utterances of the Pope in past, as 
well as in future times, wherein the four given conditions com- 
bine. And, even then, it is the doctrine defined, and that alone 
which Catholics hold to be infallible ; preambles, arguments, 
obiter dicta, all these are considered as external to the purpose of 
defining, and therefore external to the obligation of belief. 

We proceed now to what may appear to some the most im- 
portant, if not the most interesting part, of our state:n.nt, viz.: 
the application of the rules laid down by the definition cf the 
Vatican Council to some of the utterances of the two last popes, 
Pius IX. and Leo XIII. This application, which in many cases 
is evident, is far from being always easy. The difficulty, experi- 
enced by some, is often subjective rather than objective ; but it 
is sufficient, nevertheless, to explain a certain difference of 
opinion that has existed with regard to the theological value of 
some pontifical utterances, or the definability, as it is called, of 
certain doctrines. 

Thus there have been a few theologians, who, admitting "the 
Syllabus " of Pope Pius IX. to be a document of great authority, 
to which all Catholics are bound to submit, yet because, in their 
judgment, all the conditions required for an ex-cathedra docu- 
ment were not therein clearly verified, have denied it to be an ex- 
cathedra act, and therefore to be a concrete infalMble utterance. 

Even now the question is noted in some of th :i English and 
American Reviews: Whether the doctrine, whit . holds that 
the temporal power, under the present circumstances of Church 
and State, is necessary for the Head of the Church unto the 
free and independent exercise of his Apostolic authority, is a 
truth defined, or that may be defined ? Were we to treat this 
question ex professo we should answer it in the affirmative ; for 
the Popes, and notably Pius IX. and Leo XIII., in their official 
capacity, and not merely as private persons, have repeatedly and 
solemnly affirmed the necessity of the temporal power ; they have 
declared that " all Catholics must firmly hold it," and, moreover, 
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there seems to be no doubt that the doctrine in question, al- 
though not revealed, is connected with one which is revealed, 
viz.: " the free and independent exercise of the Apostolic author- 
ity all over the world." From the Acts and Decrees of the 
Vatican Council we learn that, by order of Pope Pius IX., a 
schema or draft of the solemn definition, that the temporal power 
is necessary to the Head of the Church, was prepared by the 
Episcopal committee, and submitted to the Bishops of the Council. 
It was only the events of 1870, which, depriving the Pope of his 
temporal power, and, consequently obliging him to suspend the 
work of the Council, precluded for a time the actual definition of 
this point, as well as many other impoi-tant ones. 

A clear instance of a concrete, infallible Papal utterance is to 
be found in the " Bulla Dogmatica" of Pius IX. on the Immacu- 
late Conception of the Blessed Virgin Mary. Here are the words : 

" By authority of our Lord Jesus Christ, and of tlie blessed apostles 
Peter and Paul, and our own, we declare, pronounce, and define that the 
doctrine which holds that the Blessed Virgin Mary, in the first instant of 
her conception, was by a sin.?alar privilege of Almighty God, through the 
merits of Jesus Christ, the Bedeemer of mankind, preserved free from every 
stain of original sin, is a doctrine revealed by God, and is therefore to be 
firmly and constantly believed by all the faithful. Wherefore if any— which 
God forbid —presume in their hearts to think diiBEerently from what we have 
defined, let them know and be assured that they are condemned by their 
own judgment, have suffered shipwreck concerning the faith, and have de- 
parted from the unity of the Church," 

The four conditions required for an ex-cathedra utterance are 
here evidently fulfilled. The doctrine of the immaculate concep- 
tion of the Blessed Virgin Mary being defined as " a doctrine re- 
vealed by God," Catholics hold it as a dogma of the Catholic 
faith. 

The Encyclical " Quanta Cura " (A. D. 1874) of the same 
Pontiff Pius IX. is one which is acknowledged and accepted by 
all Catholic theologians as a document to which, under the 
definition, infallibility belongs : hence they consider the opinions 
and doctrines therein condemned by the Pope as infallibly 
condemned. The words of the Pope could not be clearer or more 
to the point : 

" In the midst of so many pernicious opinions, we are mindful of our apos- 
tolic office, and being exceedingly solicitous for our holy religion, for sound 
doctrine and the welfare of souls intrusted to our care, we have judged it 
to be our duty to raise once more our apostolic voice. By our apostolic 
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authority, therefore, we reprobate, proscribe, and condemn all the wicked 
opinions and doctrines expressly mentioned in these Letters, and we will, 
and command, that they be held as reprobated, proscribed and condemned 
by all the children of the Catholic Church. 

The opinions and doctrines expressly mentioned and condemned 
are : Naturalism, Indifferentism, Liberalism, Socialism, Com- 
munism, etc., aad " the doctrine of those who contend that with- 
out sin, and without any sacrifice of the Catholic profession, 
assent and obedience may be refused to those judgments and de- 
crees of the Apostolic See (provided only they do not touch the 
dogmas of faith and morals), the object of which is declared to 
concern the Church's general good, and her rights and discipline." 

Two other equally clear and indubitable cases of infallible 
decisions, which have for their object a truth not revealed, but 
which is connected with a revealed doctrine, are to be found in 
the Encyclical " Etsi Multa " of Pius IX. (A. D. 1873). In this 
document the Pope, after protesting against the insults that were 
heaped upon his See "by lawless men who are the enemies of 
religion," speaks of the evils that afflicted, at the same time, the 
church in Switzerland and Germany. He first enumerates the 
laws passed against religion by the Swiss government — laws 
whereby the Bishop is made subject to civil authority in the ad- 
ministration of his diocese, in the exercise of his Episcopal juris- 
diction, and in the delegation of his powers to others, whereby 
priests are strictly forbidden to exercise any priestly office or 
accept any power or dignity which would be superior to that 
intrusted to them by the will of the people ; and ai'e obliged to 
take an oath which implies apostasy from the Catholic faith. All 
fhese anti-catholiclaws thePope, "invirtue of his apostolic author- 
ity solemnly reproves and condemns, defining at the same time that 
the oath which they require is both unlawful and sacrilegious." 

The other " concrete infallible utterance" contained in the 
Encyclical refers to the validity of the election, and the lawful- 
ness of the consecration, of Joseph TJ. Reinkens as Bishop of " the 
Old Catholics" of Germany. It will suffice to quote the words 
of the Pope to see that nothing is wanting for an ex-cathedra 
utterance : 

" Occupying, although unworthy, the supreme chair of Peter, we, in 

order to uphold the Catholic faith and to preserve and defend the unity of 

the Church, following in the footsteps of our predecessors and of the sacred 

canons, do, in virtue of the (apostolic) power given us by heaven, declare the 

VOL. CLV. — NO. 433. 43 
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election of the said Reinkens to have been unlawful, vain, and utterly void, 
and pronounce his consecration to have been sacrilegious, and, as such, we 
condemn and detest it." 

From Leo XIII., the present Pope, who in 1878 sncceededPius 
IX. in the chair of Peter, there have emanated so many Encyclicals 
and Letters, etc., that to examine them all would require a very 
large volume. A few instances of his infallible utterances will 
suffice. In his very first Encyclical of April 31, 1878, thei'e is 
one such utterance, whereby His Holiness " from the Apostolic 
Cliair of Truth {ex cathedra) receives and confirms all the sen- 
tences of condemnation, passed by his predecessors and especially 
by Pius IX., on all the modern errors," such as Pantheism, 
Agnosticism, Rationalism, etc. 

The Encyclical " Diuturmim Illud" of June, 1881, leaves no 
doubt as to its claim to infallibility in what it teaches, concerning 
(1) the origin of the civil power, and its duties towards those for 
whose welfare it exists, and (2) the obedience which is due to it by 
those who are under its rule. Here are the words of the Pontiff : 

" As we are by the favor of God appointed to rule the Catholic Church, 
the keeper and interpreter of the doctrines of Christ, we judge it to be the 
duty of our authority to proclaim publicly the doctrine which every man is 
bound by Catholic truth to hold on the question of civil power." 

And having fully explained what " Catholic truth " teaches on 
this subject, the Pope concludes with the following words ad- 
dressed to his venerable brethren, the bishops of Ohristendom : 

"Endeavor and provide that all these points, which are taught by the 
Catholic Church, on the civil power and on the duty of paying it obedience, 
be made known to all, and observed by all." 

The intelligent reader, if he will apply the rules given by the 
Vatican Council, may find a few more of these utterances in the 
Encyclical ** Quod Apostolici Muneris " (December 28, 1878) 
against socialism, and in the Encyclical " Immortale Dei" (No- 
vember 1, 1885) on the Christian constitution of States. In the 
former the Pope, " as required by the nature of his apostolic min- 
istry," condemns the socialistic system, " as being utterly opposed 
to the doctrine of Christ ; " and in the latter, " knowing that he 
is the apostolic ambassador to all the faithful," and " judging it 
to be the duty of his apostolic office," he proposes to all " what 
the Catholic Church teaches and pi'escribes on this question," viz. : 

" That public authority (ultimately) Is not from the people but from God ; 
that rebellion against legitimate authority is against reason ; that neither 
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the individual nor the State may dispense with religious duties, or be Indif- 
ferent with regard to the various forms of worship ; that the unbridled 
freedom of thought, and of the press, can never be a right, or deserve favor 
and protection, etc." 

Besides these Encyclicals, there are others that might be ex- 
amined in the same manner, to determine which possess the quali- 
fications required for an infallible utterance, and which do not 
possess them. Leo XIII. has written on almost every subject. 
He has addressed to the Catholic world Encyclicals on "Scholas- 
tic Philosophy" (Aug. 4, 1879) ; on " Christian Marriage" 
(Feb. 10, 1880); on " The Jubilee " (March 12, 1881); on "The 
Society for the Propagation of the Faith" (Dec. 3, 1880); on 
"St. Joseph " (Aug. 15, 1889); on " The Chief Duties of Chris- 
tian Subjects" (Jan. 10, 1890); on "The Condition of Labor" 
(May 15, 1891); on "The Necessity of Prayer," and again on 
" The Eosary " (Sept. %%, 1891). We have from the same Pon- 
tiff Apostolic letters on "The Reformation of the Order of 
St. Basil" (May 13, 1883); a Constitution on the state of Regu- 
lars in England and Scotland (May 5, 1881); two Decrees of 
Canonization of Saints (Dee. 8, 1881, and Jan. 15, 1888. The- 
ologians hold the Pope to be infallible in these decrees. Finally, 
not to speak of the many Briefs and Allocutions on a great va- 
riety of interesting questions, there are his official " Letters" to 
the Bishops of Brazil, "denouncing the infamous slave trade" 
(May 5, 1888) ; to the Bishops of Sicily, containing " a defence 
of the policy of the Popes in the twelfth century" (April 13, 
1882) ; to Cardinal Rampolla, declaring " his views on the gov- 
ernment of the whole Church " (June, 15, 1887); and, omitting 
many others, there is a Letter, written to the Bishops of the Prov- 
inces of Milan, Turin and Vercelli (Jan. 35, 1883), on the du- 
ties of newspaper men. 

Some of our American editors, and especially " reporters," 
might gather a few useful lessons from the perusal of this " Epis- 
tola." Here are some of its words : 

"The fearless and open love of truth Is indeed beautiful. But let writers 
be mindful of their duty to abstain from every expression which might, with 
reason, give olTense to an upright man, and never forget the use of that pru- 
dence and moderation which must accompany every virtue. No Intelligent 
man will ever approve either the useless bitterness of their style, or their 
levity in giving publicity to unfounded suspicions, or to what. In general, is 
lacking in the respe^Jt due to all." 
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The Apostle Peter, to whom Christ, the divine founder of the 
Church, "gave the keys of the Kingdom of Heaven " (Matt., 16) 
and whom he appointed to be His Vicar " to feed His lambs and 
His sheep " (John, 31) still lives in his successors, the sovereign 
Pontiffs, the Bishops of Rome. To each and every one of them, 
as represented in the person of St. Peter, Christ has said : " I 
have prayed for thee, that thy faith fail not," and "Do thou con- 
firm thy brethren " (Luke, 22). Hence Peter's voice has never 
been silent. As it spoke of old by the mouth of Linus and 
of Clement, of Leo and Gregory the Great, so, in these our 
days, has it spoken to the Catholic Church against which " the 
gates of hell shall never prevail," by the mouth of Pius IX. 
and of the reigning Pontiff, Leo XIII. 

S. M. Beakdi, S. J. 



